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  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available

  out-of-print or hard-to-find titles by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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    “I am sorry I have not learnt to play at cards. It is very useful in life: it generates kindness, and consolidates society.”—Dr. Samuel Johnson, as quoted in

    The Journal of a Tour to the Hebrides
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  Chapter One




  “YOU’RE going to be late,” said Alison, pouring Mendoza’s coffee as he came into the kitchen. “I’ve finished the paper—you’re

  all over the front page.” She plucked El Señor off the table for the fifth time, and he lashed his blond-tipped tail sulkily. Bast got up on Mendoza’s lap.




  “Damn,” said Mendoza. “And Holmes will never believe I didn’t angle for it.” He looked at the front page resignedly. If he was not exactly all over it—space

  was also devoted to the Russians, the newest satellite, and the arrival of some V.I.P. from Norway—he occupied a prominent spot in the upper left-hand column. KILLER CAPTURED

  AFTER ASSAULT ON POLICE, said the headline; and the cut showed a somewhat disheveled but recognizable Mendoza in the foreground, with a couple of much bigger men behind him grimly handcuffed

  together. “And if I didn’t know,” he added, “I wouldn’t like to guess which one was the honest man. Art looks much more the criminal type. Talk about a tempest in a

  teapot. A very ordinary thug—only a question of time before we dropped on him. You’d think they’d have enough news without building it up like this. And it was Art who got

  assaulted, not me.”




  The story started out, “Lt. Luis Mendoza, star veteran of Headquarters Homicide, today arrested and charged Fred W. Myers, no fixed address, as the brutal mugger who for six weeks has

  terrorized lone women and murdered two in the course of robbery.”




  “I don’t know that I care for that ‘veteran.’ I’m not senile yet, am I? . . . Well?”




  “What?” said Alison, looking up. “Oh, certainly not, amante. . . . Athelstane, now there’s a nice name, don’t you think? Athelstane Mendoza. It means

  ‘noble stone.’”




  Mendoza looked at her, getting out a cigarette. “This low humor I don’t appreciate, especially at breakfast. And the doctor said you ought to have more than just toast and

  coffee.”




  “Pot calling the kettle black. I never want much breakfast. . . . And if it’s twins, which is quite likely, you know—twins on both sides of my family—”




  “¡Ay de mi! Don’t hold the thought, damn it!”




  “—we could call the other one Aspasia. Or Aubrey. Or,” said Alison, turning a page in the Oxford Dictionary of Christian Names, “Augustus.”




  “In fact,” said Mendoza, lifting Sheba off the table, “a new low level of humor. Of course it’s my own fault for marrying a Scots-Irish girl, and a redheaded one at that.

  When I think of what the combination might produce—”




  “It would be rather funny,” agreed Alison, “if it—or they—got that. Redheaded Mendozas. You know what it comes down to, Luis—we’ll have to go all the

  way in one direction or the other. The only thing to do. Of course I always thought I’d like to call a boy for my father.”




  “I don’t think I remember—”




  “Angus Andrew,” said Alison.




  Mendoza set down his coffee cup and said, “¡Carape, que Dios te envie a otra parte! Over my dead body!”




  “Well, of course it’d sound odd. But that’s just what I say, we’ll have to go one way or the other. Either Angus Andrew or something like—like Rodolfo Diego. Of

  course we’ve still got seven and a half months to decide.”




  “It should be obvious by now that it’s what’s called an impasse,” said Mendoza, pushing Nefertite’s nose out of his coffee. “And I thought we’d

  agreed—”




  “On Teresa, if it’s a girl, for your grandmother. Yes, that’s all right. But it is apt to be twins—”




  “There you go again, just inviting trouble,” said Mendoza.




  “Well, it’s past praying for now, idiot,” said Alison.




  “There’s a properly respectful wife. And I will be late now.” Mendoza swallowed half of his second cup of coffee and went to get his jacket and hat. Shrugging into the

  beautifully cut new silver-gray herringbone, he added, “It should also be obvious that there’s only one possible solution: John. Unless you want him to go through life explaining his

  peculiar ancestry to every chance acquaintance.”




  “Well—” said Alison.




  He put a hand under her chin, bent to kiss her. “See you at six, querida, unless something comes up. And if you go out, not the high heels. The doctor

  said—”




  “Oh, bother the doctor!” said Alison. “I’m feeling fine, it’s a perfectly natural process after all. . . . Boniface, Botolf, Brendan—my grandmother’s

  maiden name was Brendan—Yes, all right, good-by, amado.”




  “¿Porvida, donde irá a parar todo esto—what will be the end of this indeed?” wondered Mendoza, kissed her again, patted all four cats, and went out to the

  garage for his Ferrari.




  He fully expected to take a little kidding about his publicity over the ordinary thug, and he was not disappointed. Sergeant Arthur Hackett, who had sustained a wrenched

  shoulder and several bruises in the actual capture, said rude things to him. But Captain Edward Holmes really meant the rude things he said.




  Inadvertently, Mendoza had managed to get his name in the papers on several occasions in the last year or so, and if it didn’t matter to him one way or the other, it did to his immediate

  superior. Not that Holmes would ever admit it, but he’d have enjoyed being featured in the papers, and saved clippings secretly. Possibly what annoyed him more than the mere fact that Mendoza

  received the attention was that he was indifferent to it. And that was to have certain unfortunate results.




  But a more immediate result of this latest publicity came at a little after ten o’clock.




  Mendoza had gone over the new cases that had turned up overnight—all routine; discussed the Hammersmith business with Hackett and agreed on what to do about it; and was now going over the

  Shane case with Sergeant Palliser, and approving his handling of it. Palliser, who had made rank less than a year ago, was turning out to be a bright boy; Mendoza liked him.




  “O.K., then, you go on handling it that way and we’ll see what—” He looked up as the office door opened.




  “Excuse me, Lieutenant,” said Sergeant Lake, “but”—he shut the door behind him—“I can’t get rid of this nut. He says he’s got to see you.

  Says it’s about a murder. I think he’s just a crank of some kind, but he won’t leave. He gave me a card.”




  Mendoza took it. “Lawrence S. Winthrop III. Well, well, how impressive. All right, I’ll give him ten minutes, Jimmy. If I buzz you, come and help me toss him out. O.K., John, you

  carry on and keep me up to date.” Palliser went out, and Sergeant Lake held the door open for Mr. Lawrence S. Winthrop III.




  Mr. Winthrop was in his late fifties, tall, lean, and scraggly, with a hatchet profile, thin gray hair, and weak china-blue eyes behind horn-rimmed glasses. He came in in a rush, hat in hand,

  already talking.




  “Lieutenant Mendoza? You are the same—yes, I see you are—the picture! It appears, sir, that you are an efficient police officer. I said to Janet at once, we must have

  you, when I saw what this morning’s Times—You have my card, sir? It is a most urgent matter, Lieutenant, and I am quite put out at those fools of policemen! But an

  experienced officer like yourself—”




  “Sit down, Mr. Winthrop,” said Mendoza, “and tell me what this is all about, won’t you?”




  “Thank you, thank you—yes, I must be calm and orderly, I must—But there, you see how inefficient they are, when they have not informed their own headquarters! This

  is the headquarters of the Los Angeles Police Department, is it not?” Mendoza admitted it. “You see! I must tell you—something must be done at once! It’s my

  sister—my older sister Arabella—I tell you, Lieutenant, she has been made away with—murdered! Murdered in cold blood by her villain of a husband! On,” said Mr. Winthrop

  anticlimactically, “last Tuesday evening. New Year’s Day, in fact.”




  “Just a moment,” said Mendoza. “You said something about police, Mr. Winthrop. Which police? Where did this crime occur, if—mmh—it did occur?”




  “I swear to you—this vulgar upstart from heaven knows where—Bella is dead in some terrible way, perhaps he has buried her, or even dismembered—one reads of such

  things—Where? Of course you must ask for relevant facts. Yes. My own address is the Trevelyan Arms, 4766 Wilshire Boulevard. Bella’s name and address is—was, I

  should say!—Mrs. Francis Ingram—and I always thought it was a made-up name, doubtless the fellow has a police record somewhere—Mrs. Francis Ingram, 296 Sycamore Terrace in

  Hollywood. I—”




  “Yes, thank you. But neither of these addresses is in the Headquarters jurisdiction, Mr. Winthrop. You should—”




  “I am telling you, sir, I have gone to the—um, ah, the precinct is the correct term, is it not?—but had absolutely no satisfaction! The officer I spoke to has taken no action

  in the matter at all—disgraceful—he appeared to believe the lies Ingram told him. He had the effrontery to say—But when I noticed the article in the paper this morning, I

  said to Janet—that is my other sister, Lieutenant, my younger sister, Mrs. Janet Barron—I said, ‘We must go to higher authority for any result.’ I am

  convinced—”




  “But I’m afraid Headquarters can’t interfere,” said Mendoza, “unless we’re officially requested, you see. You went to which precinct station, Mr. Winthrop,

  Wilcox Avenue or Pico Boulevard? Wilcox, yes. Who did you see? . . . Lieutenant Ames, yes. Well, we can’t take over unless Lieutenant Ames or his superior asks us—Yes, certainly

  it’s all the same police force, but—The Headquarters jurisdiction takes in only—Yes, I understand, Mr. Winthrop, but—” After five minutes of

  this he despaired of getting through to Winthrop, buzzed Sergeant Lake, and stood up. “I’m very sorry, but you must understand it’s outside my jurisdiction. And we’re rather

  busy this morning, I’ll have to ask you to excuse me.”




  They got rid of him with some difficulty. “Just a nut,” said Sergeant Lake, when Winthrop had finally stalked off down the hall in what he’d probably call a huff.




  “Maybe,” said Mendoza. “Never knew anybody really talked like that.” He went back to his desk, picked up the outside phone, and requested the Wilcox Avenue station in

  Hollywood. Was Lieutenant Ames there? He was; who wanted him? . . . Just a minute, sir.




  Lieutenant Ames had a rough bass voice and sounded tired and elderly. “Winthrop?” he said. “Yeah?”




  “I just had him here, telling me how inefficient you boys are. I thought you’d like to know, he’s hell-bent for making trouble, this kind or that. When he left he was muttering

  something about seeing the editor of the Times to Demand Action.”




  “Oh, fine,” said Ames. “That’s all we need.”




  “I don’t want to butt in on your business, which is what I told him. We’ve got quite enough to keep us busy down here.”




  “I bet,” said Ames. “I suppose it could be he’s right, but there’s nothing to go on. We went and looked, what else? We have to investigate complaints. But it looks

  like just nothing, see? These Ingrams are Money. Big new house in an exclusive section, two Caddies, the works. Both in the sixties, married just a couple of years—she was a widow. Ingram,

  he’s annoyed, and I don’t blame him. He says her family never did like him, resented her getting married at all, to anybody, you know? And now they’re telling nasty lies about him

  and jumping to wild conclusions. He seems like a nice fellow, perfectly O.K.”




  “Yes? What about Mrs. Ingram?”




  “Well, she’s gone off somewhere, but what’s that say? Since last Tuesday, Ingram says. He’s perfectly frank about it, says she got a little miffed at him about something

  and decided to go off alone for a few days. Says she’s done it before. She packed a bag and drove off in her own car. Well, I ask you, Mendoza. I’m not justified in sending out an

  eight-state alarm, or digging up the damn yard for a body, on that. Chances are Ingram’s telling the exact truth and she’s in some classy motel down at La Jolla or up at Santa

  Barbara.”




  “How right you are. You told Winthrop if she didn’t show up after a reasonable time to go to Missing Persons.”




  “Well, hell,” said Ames, “it’s not as if we’d found bloodstains all over, or something like that. The woman’s competent, she can do what she wants, and

  Winthrop admitted he’s known her to go off for a weekend alone before. He’s just imagining things, because he doesn’t like the husband. But, my God, if he goes to the

  newspapers—”




  “Uses in publicity,” Mendoza consoled him. “It might turn up the miffed wife right away. Well, it’s none of my business, I just thought you ought to know.”




  “Sure, thanks,” said Ames gloomily. “And talking about publicity, congratulations on Myers.”




  “Oh, that. It wasn’t really me at all,” said Mendoza, as Hackett loomed in the doorway, “but my gallant senior sergeant. O.K., Ames, luck.” He put the phone

  down.




  “Soft soap,” said Hackett. “I should be taking the day off, with this shoulder. And no sleep, or none to speak of. I don’t understand it—Angel says it’s

  perfectly natural, but she can stay home and sleep in the afternoon. Why the hell don’t babies sleep at night like normal human beings?”




  “One subject I know nothing about.”




  “You will, hermano—oh, brother, you will!” said Hackett, grimly pleased. “Like a time bomb. Two-forty on the dot every night, he goes off. And keeps it up steady

  until five o’clock. I’m just looking forward to August, misery loving company like they say. I hear Alison might have twins. She told Angel—”




  “¡Anda, Dios me libre! From you too? ¡Basta! I refuse to think about it. Any man’s a fool to get married and involved in these domesticities.”




  “About two forty-five every morning,” said Hackett. “I agree with you, in spades. Who were you talking to, about what?”




  “Nothing important,” said Mendoza. And there, unwittingly, he told a lie.




  Apparently neither the Times, the Citizen-News, nor the Herald-Examiner thought much of Lawrence Winthrop’s suspicions as a news story, but (as might

  have been expected) he was welcomed with open arms by the Telegraph. It was the kind of story the Telegraph loved; and the Telegraph knew exactly how to stop short of

  libel—just short of it. The allegedly missing Mrs. Ingram occupied half of the second page of the Telegraph next morning; and the accompanying column bristled with

  “alleged,” “implied,” “stated as personal opinion,” and all the other indicated circumlocutions.




  Glancing over it, out of curiosity, when Sergeant Lake drew his attention to it, Mendoza thought that if Francis Ingram couldn’t sue the Telegraph he had a nice little case for

  libel on Winthrop. Who, surprisingly, was identified as “formerly active on local political committees,” an occupation that ought to have taught him something about tact.




  Both Winthrop and the Telegraph joined in baiting the stupid cops who refused to take action, and there was, of course, a dramatic appeal for Mrs. Ingram—if, after all, she was

  alive—to return home.




  Which she didn’t do.




  That was the first indication that there might be something funny somewhere. Unless the woman had amnesia, she must have seen some paper (after a few days the others had carried the story too,

  more discreetly) or heard a radio news broadcast. And if she did have amnesia she’d probably have ended in a hospital somewhere, and been identified.




  After a week, with no Mrs. Ingram turning up dead or alive, the papers lost interest and relegated the topic to an occasional mention on the back pages. But presumably all the furor started

  Lieutenant Ames doing his homework over.




  Meanwhile, other less ephemeral cases came Mendoza’s way to be dealt with; he didn’t as a rule read any paper but the Times, which took a poor view of sensationalism, and he

  didn’t follow the case of the missing widow.




  Until, nearly three weeks after Winthrop had invaded his office, he had the widow handed to him.




  On Wednesday morning, January eighth, Sylvia Glass had cleaned the hearth in the Ingram living room. And she found Mrs. Ingram’s upper denture plate among the ashes. No

  attempt had been made to burn it; there hadn’t been a fire laid for several weeks. It was just there. She was, not unnaturally, very surprised; and, Winthrop arriving at the house just then,

  she showed the plate to him. The discovery would have constituted a fairly good reason for his agitated charge of murder; but he’d been talking about murder the week before, to the police. .

  . . Ingram had nothing at all to say about the plate. “But it shook him,” said Ames to Mendoza later, “anybody could see that.”




  There were also Mrs. Ingram’s glasses, discovered on the first routine search of the house—lying on the dressing table in her bedroom. She was very shortsighted and wore glasses

  every waking moment. Ingram said she had two pairs of glasses; everybody else said they had never seen her wear a different pair, and her optometrist said he had never made her a second pair. No

  other optometrist, so far, had claimed her as a patient.




  Which just sufficiently bore out Winthrop’s charges that the Hollywood boys thought now that it ought to be investigated more deeply. But after a couple of weeks’ vain work on it

  they decided they wanted no part of such an ephemeral business, and handed it over to Headquarters with relief. “And I wish you joy of it,” said Ames.




  Holmes didn’t think there was much in it, that was obvious. If he’d had any idea of the publicity in store, he’d have taken the case on himself. As it was, it was also obvious

  that Ames was passing the buck. “And I can’t say I blame him,” said Holmes. “It’s one of those things where there’s nothing to get hold of. We could work on it

  for a year and never get any more, and I don’t think, on what there is, we’ll ever get to a prosecution. But there’s just enough there so it’s got to be worked on, you

  know.”




  Mendoza said he knew. On the way back to his own office, with an armful of typed statements, he did a little swearing. He had enough unfinished work on his desk now; and a thing like this, all

  up in the air, was always irritating.




  He spent an hour digesting all the statements and transcribed notes, sent for Hackett, handed the pile over to him, picked up the phone, and called Ames to set up a meeting in his office.

  Statements and notes were all very well as far as they went, but personal impressions were often more valuable.




  “All this,” said Hackett, reading, “is just a handful of nothing. Mostly—What the hell is this about calling an inquest? You can’t have an inquest without a

  body.”




  “It’s been done,” said Mendoza. “There’s this and that—have you come to the maid’s statement yet? Well, it’s our baby now, we’ll have to do

  what we can on it.”




  





  




  Chapter Two




  “WELL, Ingram could have killed her,” said Ames. “But I don’t see why he’d want to. Not that that means much, I

  know—”




  “No. They might have had a fight—he might have lost his temper and gone for her, something like that. A cynic might say,” said Mendoza, “that the mere fact that they were

  man and wife—How did he strike you, Ames?” He was getting all he could out of Ames before taking over officially.




  Lieutenant Robert Ames chewed his cigar a moment before answering. He wouldn’t be far off retirement, Mendoza thought: maybe in his early sixties. He’d joined the force a long while

  before it had demanded its present high requirements of I.Q., temperament, and education; but he was a long way from being a fool, and he’d had a lot of experience with human nature. He was a

  big paunchy man, bald and red-faced.




  “Ingram’s a nice guy, I liked him. Easy and friendly, you know. I tell you, in his place I’d have taken a punch at this Winthrop, but he just makes out he’s kind of

  amused at Winthrop’s suspicions—”




  “Yes, that’s one of the things that looks just a little funny to me,” said Mendoza.




  “For a fact, it does,” said Ames. “I liked the guy, but I’ve been wondering if that doesn’t maybe say he’s trying to play down all the fuss.”




  “Mmh,” said Mendoza, thinking of what all the statements and notes said about Francis James Ingram. In the last ten days a lot of routine work had been done on these people. Just in

  case.




  The reports listed Francis Ingram as sixty-two. There had been a candid shot in the Telegraph a couple of weeks ago: he was a good-looking fellow. Looked younger than he was. Tall, and

  he’d kept his figure and his hair, which was either white or gray; he looked distinguished. Like a retired ambassador. He described himself as a former businessman, but said he’d

  retired since inheriting a modest legacy. He had met Mrs. Ingram—then Mrs. Simon—in January of 1961 in Mexico City, where they were both on a guided tour. They had been married in May

  of that year, and settled down in the house Mrs. Ingram owned in Hollywood.




  Mrs. Ingram. Yes, thought Mendoza, a little something there. A picture of her too—a studio portrait, probably flattering; and of course a physical description according to police rules,

  since there was now a call out on her. She was sixty-one, and not very attractive; she had a characterful face, with a large aquiline nose and a little too much jaw, gray hair uncompromisingly

  short and straight, squarish plastic-framed glasses. Five-seven, one eighty-five—she’d been a little overweight—eyes blue, complexion fair. She’d had diabetes and was taking

  insulin daily. She gave the shots to herself.




  Her first husband, Rudolf Simon, had been an eminently successful real-estate promoter and dabbler in securities. He had left his widow somewhere around two million in capital. They’d

  never had children.




  “But,” said Hackett, still brooding over the maid’s statement, “if Ingram married her for the money, that doesn’t say he murdered her. So they had a quarrel once in

  a while—by what a couple of people say. She was strait-laced and didn’t like his taking a drink now and then, and so on. They also say that Ingram never lost his temper, and the

  quarrels always got patched up.”




  “Well, what I thought,” said Ames, “it could be it was a kind of accident, he did get mad for once and knocked her down or something, killed her without meaning to.”




  “Or I suppose,” said Hackett, “he could have decided that life would be a lot easier with the money and without her. The will—”




  Mrs. Ingram’s lawyer had, reluctantly, parted with information to the police. Mrs. Ingram had made a will before her marriage in May 1961; she was a shrewd businesswoman and understood

  legal and financial terms. As was allowable (and, said the lawyer, an excellent idea) under California law (which acknowledged a general communal-property law in regard to married couples), Mrs.

  Ingram had signed a form claiming her listed capital holdings as her exclusive property, thus preventing this capital from passing into joint tenancy upon her marriage. She had then made a will. To

  Ingram she had left five hundred thousand dollars, the residue to be shared equally by her brother and sister—Winthrop and Mrs. Janet Barron—with the exception of a hundred thousand to

  her nephew. However, three months ago, in early October, she had revoked this will and made a new one. By this the brother and sister shared a half million and Ingram got the rest, except for a sum

  of fifty thousand, tax free, left to her nephew Hugh Barron.




  The lawyer said austerely that he had no idea what had prompted her to make the new will. He really could not say whether its terms indicated that she had had a disagreement with her family.




  There had, it seemed, been a loud family quarrel over the new will. The maid, Sylvia Glass, had overheard most of it. It appeared that Mrs. Ingram had been annoyed at some extravagance of her

  sister’s, and told her relatives what she had done: whereupon such terms as “upstart,” “confidence man,” and “fortune hunter” had been bandied around

  freely.




  Between the lines of the formally worded statement, Mendoza caught a faint true echo of Sylvia, eager-eyed: “An’ then she said . . . an’ then he comes right back with .

  . . An’ then Mis’ Barron, she said—”




  The argument had taken place at a party given by Mrs. Ingram on Monday, New Year’s Eve. Present had been Lawrence Winthrop, Mrs. Barron, Hugh Barron (twenty-six, employed as a salesman at

  an automobile agency), Linda Barron (described as a model, age twenty-four), and Hugh Barron’s fiancée, Marcia Wills.




  On New Year’s Day, Winthrop said, he had gone to the Sycamore Terrace house to “patch things up with Bella and try to make her see reason.” He had seen her, but very briefly;

  she was just leaving the house to attend some woman’s club party. But by what she said—or what Winthrop reported her as saying—she had then been very angry at Ingram. Her last

  words to her husband as she left were, “When I get home, we’ll have this out and I’ll have the truth!” Winthrop had left immediately after her, “not wishing to talk

  with Ingram, whom I have always regarded as a vulgar fortune hunter.” That was about noon.




  Mrs. Ingram had attended her party, at the home of a friend in Bel Air, and played bridge all afternoon, winning three dollars and sixty-five cents. There was no way to check the time of her

  return since the maid had the holiday off. Ingram said his wife came home about five-thirty and that they had had “a little fuss.” What about? Nothing much; he liked a cocktail or two

  about then, and Mrs. Ingram was a strict teetotaler. In the end, she’d gone into the bedroom and packed an overnight bag and left, saying something about a few peaceful days alone. This she

  had done before. How often? Maybe three or four times since they’d been married. She got angry, and then after a little while she got over it, and everything was fine again. That was all. No,

  she hadn’t said where she was going, not to him.




  Her car was a 1961 Cadillac two-door, white. She’d had the tank filled, at the station she regularly went to, on the way to her party. No other station, apparently, had serviced the car

  since; nobody owned to seeing it. After she left the party at five o’clock on New Year’s Day, nobody but Ingram admitted seeing her. Since the discovery of the teeth, Ames had set up a

  wide routine hunt. No hotel or motel within two hundred miles had knowledge of Mrs. Bella Ingram under that or another name. No hospital or morgue had received her. Nobody had seen the Caddy,

  license such-and-such. And that in itself suggested something funny.




  Another point was that nobody could say how much cash she’d had with her. She had not cashed any checks since her disappearance. Even if she were staying away deliberately to make trouble

  for Ingram, she would need funds.




  The second half of the maid’s statement also indicated something a little funny.




  The maid had a room and bath at the end of one wing of the house, off the kitchen. The two master bedrooms were in the other wing, and the Ingrams shared the largest. Sylvia said she’d

  come home about nine-thirty that night, and “gone along to the living room” to see if there was anything the Ingrams wanted. Ingram had been alone there, sitting over a book and a

  drink. He had told her that Mrs. Ingram had gone away for a few days. He said he wasn’t feeling well, he thought he was coming down with a cold, and would go to bed early and sleep late. She

  wasn’t to disturb him until he called in the morning. She didn’t think much about that; but she did notice that the little hooked rug that had been in front of the hearth was gone, and

  asked him about it. He had seemed startled, and then said something had been spilled on it that wouldn’t clean, and Mrs. Ingram had thrown it out. Sylvia had then gone to her room; but about

  twenty minutes later she had gone out to the garage. She wanted some solvent, from the big can on the shelf there, to clean a spot off the suit she’d been wearing. She also had carried the

  refuse can out to the street. That had been about nine-twenty; and she said that the two cars were in the garage then. Both Mrs. Ingram’s white one and Mr. Ingram’s blue one. That she

  was positive of, because she’d wondered how Mrs. Ingram had left and then thought she had probably been picked up by some friend.




  Mendoza stabbed out his cigarette irritably. “So all right, Ingram killed her—either by accident or design. Why the hell did he dispose of the body? And so cunningly that it

  can’t be found? As long as nobody can prove she’s dead, nobody gets anything from that will. The obvious thing for him to have done, if he killed her, was to try to pass it off as an

  accident—a fall or something. Why didn’t he?”




  Ames looked at his cigar. “Not everything that maid said got into her formal statement, Lieutenant. She was awful interested in the family row, and thrilled to pieces at the idea of

  murder—but she doesn’t think Ingram ever did such a thing. She went on to tell us he’s an awful nice gentleman, put up with Mrs. Ingram’s tantrums like an angel, and if you

  ask her, if the woman’s dead she did herself in or one of her own family killed her.”




  “Like that?” said Mendoza. “Simultaneously causing her dead body and her car to vanish into thin air? What about the family?”




  “Well, they’re not exactly my kind of people,” said Ames wryly. “I guess the right word for them is snobs. I don’t gather any of ’em’s got much money,

  except Winthrop. Living in that classy apartment on Wilshire, I guess he’s got some. But they fancy themselves all right. The Barron woman—well, maybe she’s just an ordinary silly

  society female, but that young fella—kind you feel like kicking in the pants. Smarty. And the girl looks like a cold little piece. The maid says, and I go along with her, the whole family had

  their tongues hanging out for Auntie Bella’s dough, and were mad as hell when she got married the second time. They never did like Ingram from the first, because he’d be due to get some

  of the money, they figured. It’s on the cards they’d tried to turn her against him before.”




  “Natural, yes. What about this maid? Bright girl?”




  “Not very. Tell you the truth, I think she was excited and blurted out all this about the car and the rug without intending to. Nearly as soon as she signed the statement she was going

  back on it. . . . I’d say she likes Ingram because he’s good-looking and has nice manners. And didn’t like the rest of the family because they’re the kind of people

  don’t treat servants very human. I gather Bella wasn’t the easiest woman in the world to get along with.”




  “Mmh. You get the impression there’s any involvement between Ingram and the maid?”




  “Between—I did not. He’s—well, say he’s not that kind. And her—well, to show you how dumb she is, she didn’t realize that what she had to say

  was anything against him, until she’d said it and thought it over. You know? Then, she’s very damn positive that if the car had gone out that night she’d have heard it, and

  she didn’t. And Mr. Ingram’s a nice man and wouldn’t do anything awful like that. So I says to her, well, if Mrs. Ingram’s car was in the garage at ten o’clock on

  Tuesday night, and not there next day, it must have been taken out overnight. Whoever did it. So she says all in a hurry, oh well, now she thinks about it she can’t positively say the car was

  there on Tuesday night. Maybe she was just so used to seeing it there, she took it for granted—No, she thinks now the car wasn’t there after all. But, like you see, we’d

  already got it down in her statement.”




  Hackett was flicking over the sheaf of papers. “When do we know for sure the car was gone?”




  “Wednesday afternoon,” said Mendoza. He was leaning back, eyes shut, smoking a new cigarette lazily. “Wednesday afternoon, about two o’clock, Mrs. Barron called on her

  sister and saw the garage open, and only the blue Caddy inside. As far as we know that was the first time the garage door was opened. The maid is vague about Wednesday morning, says she

  didn’t notice what time Ingram came downstairs and had breakfast, maybe around ten o’clock. . . . One of the interesting things about all this is why Winthrop jumped the gun and got so

  suspicious right away. He says, and Mrs. Barron says, that Bella Ingram had made a luncheon appointment with Mrs. Barron for Wednesday. It was when she didn’t show up that Mrs. Barron came

  looking. All right. But why jump to the conclusion that Bella’s been murdered? Winthrop says something about ‘the murderous expression on Ingram’s face’ when Bella was

  leaving for her party. But—What kind of garage door is it, Ames?”




  “What?” Ames looked surprised. “Why—oh, I get it, the noise, sure—you won’t get anything there. It’s one of those electric-eye things. They say money

  isn’t everything, but it sure as hell makes life easier. You know, coming in, you push a button on the dash, and going to get the car, you push a button set in the wall.

  It—”




  “If it’s the same installation I’ve got,” said Mendoza, “it’s an aluminum door on a counterbalance and makes almost no noise going up or down.”




  “You got one?” Ames wasn’t aware that Mendoza had considerably more money than Mrs. Ingram, though he still occupied a lieutenant’s desk at eight hundred-odd bucks a

  month. As he said, he’d never cured himself of earning an honest living, even after the old man died and they found all the safety-deposit boxes. “I thought they ran pretty

  high.”




  “About four hundred. But, as you say, convenient. How far is the maid’s room from the garage?”




  “Call it fifty feet. He could’ve shoved the car out by hand, it’s a straight drive. No trouble.”




  “Yes.” Mendoza sat up and opened his eyes. “What odds do you give she’s dead?”




  “Well, the D.A. seems to think we’ve got enough to hold an inquest on. There’s her teeth—and her glasses—and the insulin. She hasn’t bought any anywhere and

  she’d need it by now.”




  “Yes,” said Mendoza again, sounding dissatisfied. He reached for the sheets in Hackett’s hand, shuffled them for the one he wanted. “But still up in the air. I

  don’t like it.”




  “I’m damn happy to turn it over to you,” said Ames frankly. “I don’t like it either. It’s the kind of thing, you’re damned if you do and damned if you

  don’t.”




  “An inquest, on an upper plate and a pair of glasses!” said Mendoza. “¿De cuándo acá—since when do we operate this way?”




  “There’s the rug,” said Hackett, taking back the sheaf of papers.




  “To hell with the rug,” said Mendoza. It had turned up, in rather odd circumstances. A Mr. Michael Underwood, of 207 Sycamore Terrace, had brought it in to them. Rubbish collection

  along Sycamore Terrace was made early on Wednesday mornings; residents put out their refuse at the curb on Tuesday nights. Mr. Underwood, who was a T.V. script writer, had accumulated two

  wastebaskets full of scribbled notes overnight on Tuesday, and rising early, had taken them out to empty into the refuse can. He had been surprised to find on top of everything else there a hooked

  throw rug which he’d never seen before. It was in quite good condition, looked clean except for a small dark stain in one corner, and he had rescued it for his den. His wife had scrubbed off

  the small stain.




  Mr. Underwood had turned up with his tale of the hooked rug only three days ago; after mature thought, he had realized that the rug might be relevant to what the newspapers had been calling the

  Ingram Case. No, he’d never known the Ingrams at all. Well, he’d just thought some fool had thrown away a perfectly good rug, maybe a kid or . . .




  Mrs. Underwood had used detergent and elbow grease on the rug; but the chemical lab of the L.A.P.D. is acknowledged to be the best in the world. The small stain had turned out to be human blood,

  type O. The maid reluctantly identified the rug.




  Bella Ingram had worked as a volunteer for the Red Cross during the war, and had donated blood for the armed services. Her blood was type O.




  “You can have the rug,” said Mendoza, brushing tobacco flakes off the desk. “So Ingram is also type O. The commonest type, after all. He says once, a couple of months ago, he

  cut his finger opening a bottle and bled on the rug. Who’s to prove he didn’t? He says his wife decided she didn’t like the rug, on the Saturday or Sunday before she disappeared,

  and got rid of it, he didn’t know how or where. By his account, the maid just didn’t notice it was gone until Tuesday night. He told the story about something being spilled because it

  was—¡caray!—easier. His wife took sudden unreasonable likes and dislikes, and he was just making it look ‘more plausible.’ He can’t say at all how the rug

  ended up on top of Mr. Underwood’s refuse can, but suggests kids. His wife sometimes did odd things, he says. So, prove it—prove she didn’t.”




  “Well, but it adds up,” said Hackett. “And when you put in the insulin—it seems she took the supply she had on hand, but that was only enough for about a week, and no

  pharmacist we can locate has refilled the prescription. She’d have needed more by at least two weeks ago. By what the D.A.’s office says—”




  “I still don’t like it,” said Mendoza. “All up in the air.”




  Hackett laid down the pile of papers. “This one you’ll need your crystal ball for, Luis.”




  





  




  Chapter Three




  MENDOZA was late coming home to the new, sprawling Spanish stucco house on Rayo Grande Avenue in the Hollywood Hills. He drove slowly up the left-hand

  side of the circular drive, alert for cats, garaged the Ferrari beside Alison’s Facel-Vega, and walked around to the front door.




  Past the wide tiled entrance hall, he turned into the large living room, and stopped short. It was a pleasant if slightly unexpected room. There were windows overlooking the side patio, and the

  tiled floor, walls, and curtains were all the same shade of cool aquarium green. There was an immense off-white sectional on two walls, and an antique mahogany table Alison had found somewhere and

  had cut down for a coffee table. There were two large leather armchairs, one dark green and one black, with matching ottomans. There was no hearth at all; the house was centrally heated and Alison

  said hearths were just habit and wasted wall space. But as a substitute of sorts there was a long, low credenza between two windows, bearing a lamp on one end; above it hung Alison’s own

  portrait of El Señor elegantly posed beside a witch’s crystal. On the opposite wall Mendoza had allowed her to hang one of her seascapes—pictures without people in them bored

  him; but on the rear wall hung one of his own choice, an excellent reproduction of Rembrandt’s Syndics of the Cloth Guild.




  At the moment, an extraneous object stood in the middle of the room: an open card table with a pack of cards scattered on it.




  Alison came in from the second, rear doorway, surrounded by cats. She bore a newspaper and a jar of catnip. “Hello, darling—just a minute, I promised them—” She

  spread out the paper, emptied catnip onto it, and the cats pounced.
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